Internship programs have become important learning tools in higher education. For the accounting discipline, internship helps bridge the gap between technical inputs in class and actual application in real time transaction. The Accounting Internship program develops students' accounting experience by enabling them to learn the ropes from more experienced professionals. At the end of the program, students are expected to grab relevant experience to help them decide the area that suits them best. Accounting students typically specialize in either audit or tax. M any accounting firms have their standard internship programs that help students determine which aspect of accounting is more suitable for them. In many cases, the internship programs are normally conducted towards the end of the period of study to enable students to apply their comprehensive accoun ting knowledge in the real world. It is expected that at this level students are equipped with necessary skills in accounting. This study preliminarily aims to identify the employer's satisfaction level on student's performance that include personality traits as well and their cognitive accounting skills and knowledge. The study employed the questionnaire survey distributed to both Big 4 and non-Big 4 accounting firms. Findings of the study revealed that most employers were satisfied with the trainee's performance in relation to job competency responsibility and compliance with working requirements. However, it was found that trainees faced problems in communicating their ideas and preparing technical reports. This study provided preliminary evidence that the trainees were not equipped with the ability to effectively communicate ideas and prepare technical accounting reports. Implications and future research directions of this study were discussed
Introduction
Internship programs have become an important learning tool in higher education . For the accounting discipline, internship helps bridge the gap between technical inputs in class and actual application in real t ime transaction. Internship programs develop accounting experience by enabling interns to learn the ropes fro m more experienced professionals. The university needs to know whether the accounting graduates that they produce meet the industry requirements. One way to measure this is through conducting surveys on the internship program. So far there have been limited surveys carried out on accounting interns ' performance in public universities. Surveys like this are important to gauge the emp loyers' satisfaction regarding the quality of the internship program. The findings of such surveys will contribute in provid ing the foundation for course structure towards continous improvement through reviewing and improving the existing internship program. Th is will u ltimately contribute to the production of high quality accounting graduates.
It is imperative to conduct the study to provide an insight on the effectiveness of the internship program in the program curriculu m of the university and at the same time assessing the benefits of the parties involved. Th is paper attempts to answer the follo wing research questions , namely : (1) What are the generic skills that interns should possess during the internship program?; (2) Is there any difference in emp loyers satisfaction level in terms of size, type of partners and student batches? The study is aimed at: (1) Determin ing the level of employer's satisfaction on the interns generic skills ; and (2) Co mparing the level of emp loyer's satisfaction between size, type of partners and student's batches.
This study involved accounting undergraduates in the first semester o f the final year who have met the minimu m curricu lu m requirements. These students were assigned to audit and accounting firms of various sizes throughout the country.
Literature review
Internships, also referred to as 'industrial training', 'work p lacement' or 'practical', are short-term, on-the-job learning experiences designed to allow students to apply knowledge gained in the classroom to a real -world, professional work setting (Szadvari, 2008) . Internships bridge the gap between the academic cu rriculu m and the industry.
Internships are a win-win situation for everyone including the students, university and industries. To the students, internship helps to develop their skills and competencies needed to become emp loyable. It gives them an opportunity to apply theoretical knowledge acquired in the classroom with practical application of knowledge required to perform a task (Bakar, et al., 2011; P. Maertz Jr, 2014) . This program helps to enhance students' cognitive and behavioural skill pertaining to workplace p reparedness, understanding and application of accounting principles, generic skill enhancement, and consolidation of accounting as their chosen professional careers (Cord, et al., 2010; Gault, et al., 2010) . With regard to audit practices, internship programs enable students to have a better insight into the actual duties and performance of auditors (Azham, et al., 2008) . The internship is also a means to secure future employ ment (Radigan, Undated) , and provide them with career awareness, the chance to evaluate, reflect upon and try a career field before they graduate (Maelah, et al., 2012) .
Radigan (Undated) and Verney, et al., (2009) pointed out that employers benefit fro m internship programs primarily through motivated and inexpensive staff. This is in line with Div ine, et al. (2008) that found no benefit costs when employing an intern and the pay rate is normally lower than for a permanent employee. In addition, emp loyers are able to evaluate the intern's work ethics, technical co mpetence and attitudes of interns and to identify possible future employees who suit the company. Szadvari (2008) h ighlighted that interns are vital for many companies for their long term success as these programs are wonderfu l recruit ing tools and demonstrate way s to test out full-t ime permanent employees. Hiring an intern can be more cost effective as the opportunity to `try before you buy' can be a huge advantage than recruiting a full t ime employee, training them and establishing and paying benefits for them. Szadvari (2008) fu rther indicate that a successfully managed internship program would indirectly serve the company in terms of lower entry-level recru it ment expenses, improve retention, increase organizational efficiency and favourably market the employer on campus.
Internship programs are equally useful for the university as feedback fro m the emp loyers regarding interns ' performance provide an insight on whether a review of their academic curricu lu m is necessary to ensure that the industry's needs are met . Th is can further enhance the reputation and visibility of the university, and through the experiences of interns, a university can learn how their students perform in co mparison to students fro m other institutions (Div ine, et al., 2008) . In addit ion, through internship the university can identify possible research partners and strengthen connections with the business community wh ich may enable the university to raise more funds from the corporate sectors. American (2001) indicated that the general level of emp loyers' satisfaction with the perfo rmance were very good, that graduates would continue to be hired by employers with potential for advancement and granted jobs related to their major field of study. Maelah et al., (2012) showed that trainees developed various soft skills in particular time management, oral co mmunication and working in group s. Findings also reveal that the train ing provides great benefits especially in giv ing the real life experience on working environment especially in areas of leadership and self-management.
In order for all part ies involved to reap the benefits from internship programme, the internship prog ram should be well designed, coordinated and monitored. In designing an effective internship program, the contribution of the internship experience to the overall curricu lar structure and the suitability of the placement sites must considered to ensure an enriching experience to the interns. According to Jacob et al., (2006) , the ability to benefit fro m on the job training, ability to work in a team, motivation and problem solving skills are p lus attributes sought after by emp loyers thus having them in place before an internship stint would be beneficial. Thus, it is important that the university ensure that students going for the placement fulfil so me minimu m criteria in terms of technical knowledge and soft skills in order that they are able to perform any assigned task. Meeting competency requirements would enable the students to confidently shift fro m classroom knowledge to the real wo rld applications, thus making the internship stint more enriching.
It is important also that the university choice of placement sites fits the objectives of the internship programs. Co mpanies engaged in the placement programs at best would be those that are committed in providing the experience. The co mpany's train ing regime would determine the success of the internship program. According to Szadvari (2008) , management must be co mmitted to create challenging, mean ingful, relevant work assignments for the students and to providing frequent and constructive feedback. Radigan (Undated) elaborated that student placements should ideally seek to broaden the scope of work related experiences rather than assigning tasks bas ed on the student's existing knowledge base, thus more time should be dedicated to active experiences rather than passive observations as the internship progresses. The availab ility of supervisors who could assign varying levels of tasks and monitor the intern's performances would ensure a fruitful hands -on experience.
Methodol ogy
The data for this study were collected fro m the structured questionnaires distributed to the employers taking part in the internship program throughout the major towns of the state. The questionnaires were distributed to 96 emp loyers but only 80 were deemed us eable for fu rther analysis. The questionnaire was designed to evaluate the program outcome and emp loyers' satisfaction level on students generic skills using a 5 point likert-scale ranging fro m "poor" to "excellent". The instru ments used were adopted fro m previous internship related studies (American, 2001; Jacob et al., 2006; Maelah et al., 2014) . Descriptive data analysis were conducted to investigate the comparison of satisfaction levels among the different sizes of accounting firms, partners as well as the batches of students. An Independent sample t-test was conducted using SPSS Ver 20. Table 1 depicts the information regarding the sample backg round used in this study. The majority of the emp loyer samples were fro m Non-Big 4 firms and almost an equal distribution between the types of partners. 55% of the sample were from March 2014 batch. There is almost an equal distribution of Big 4 firms and NonBumiputera partners for the two batches of students . Table 2 shows the relat ive emp loyers' satisfaction on the interns ' generic skills. The results provide evidence that the interns satisfactorily co mplied to the rules and regulat ions and were equiped with good interpersonal skills. A close look at this findings show that the employers' satisfaction level scored highly in students' ability to work in a team, punctuality, groo ming and maintaining good relationships with peers and supervisors. With regard to the reporting skills the interns were observed to lack skills in preparing technical reports. This suggests that the university will need to look into this matter seriously by reviewing the curricu lu m with regard to the betterment of student reporting skills and to ensure that the students who plan to do internship program must meet the min imu m academic standard. In relat ion to the employer's assessments on the overall quality, Table 3 shows 91.2% employers have favourable satisfactory level. None of the respondent graded the interns as over dependent and required constant supervision. This is consistent with the h igh score in co mp liance to rules and regulat ion depicted in Table 3 , whereby 53.8 % agreed that the interns performed their works as directed.
Results and discussion

Descriptive analysis
Employers' satisfaction
T able 3. Overall quality of the trainees. Table 4 depicts the comparison of emp loyers' satisfaction level among differing sizes of firms, partners and student batches respectively. As depicted in Table 4 , the satisfaction level between Big 4 and non-Big4 accounting firms are insignificantly different except those related to knowledge. Th is imp lies that the Big4 firms demand higher level of student knowledge considering the fact that Big4 firms have high visibility with regard to the accounting profession that require them to maintain high standards of services provided. The large variation between the Big 4 and Non-Big 4 firm was due to limited number of Big4 firms in the geographical area under study. Student's placement depended on the firms' acceptance for internship and logistics. The Big4 firms were not in favour of accepting large number of interns due to limited number of placements available at the firm. Table 4 shows no significant difference of satisfaction level between firms with bumiputera partners and nonbumiputera partners. It suggests that the profession is highly regulated thus there is no co mpro mise of the standards regardless of the firm status. With regard to the comparison between batches of students, the result of the study depicted in Table 4 showed a significant difference except for co mmunication skills. This could be due to the period of the internship where the March batch were exposed to the peak period and were expected to deal with assigned tasks to the satisfaction of the employer. Th is provides the opportunity for the emp loyers to fully evaluate the interns' competency. 
Comparative study
Conclusion
This study was carried out to examine the emp loyers' satisfaction level on accounting undergraduates from a public university who had undergone the internship program. The outcomes showed that the majority of the emp loyers had favourable satisfactory level on the overall qualit ies of the trainees. The findings also revealed that the employers were satisfied with students' ability to work in a team, punctuality, groo ming and relationship with peers and supervisors. However, issues related to knowledge, reporting and communication skills were found to be less satisfactory which imp lied that the interns were not technically equipped with co mpetency skills required by the emp loyer. This could be due to the objective of the universit y internship program in providing an avenue for technical application of academic knowledge acquired and the intern's role was only to provide technical support for reporting purposes. The satisfaction level between Big 4 and non-Big 4 accounting firms were notsignificantly different except for those related to knowledge. This implies that the Big4 firms demand higher level of student knowledge considering the fact that Big4 firms have high visibility with regard to the accounting profession that require them to maintain h igh standards of services provided. The results also showed no significant difference of satisfaction level between firms with bu miputera partners and non-bumiputera partners. This could be due to the fact that the accounting profession is highly regulated thus there is no compro mise of th e standards regardless of the firm status. Finally comparison among the different batches of students indicates a significant difference except for communicat ion skills. This could be because the volume of tasks assigned to the interns differ between among batches (peak and non-peak periods). Findings fro m this study will contribute in providing the foundation for course structure towards continous improvement of the existing internship program. Therefore, further research should be done to take into account the internship program conducted by other programs in other public and private universities.
